ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Scholarly publication is the final stage of research, and scholarly journals are expected to provide a detailed and permanent record of research findings. They are used to bridge the gap between the latest research and scientific communities within a field and to assess intellectual capital. Because journal publications form the basis for both new research and the application of findings, they can affect not only the research community but also, indirectly, society at large. Authors, users, and distributors play an important role in scholarly communication life cycle. Since the beginning of scholarly journal publishing in the mid of seventeenth century, quality control was considered by all stakeholders of scholarly communication. The authors have a responsibility to ensure that their publications are "honest, clear, accurate, complete and balanced, and should avoid misleading, selective or ambiguous reporting" (Wager and Kleinert 2010) .
On the other hand, journal editors have responsibilities for ensuring the standard of the journal publication. Standardization leads to meet the needs of the scholarly community and improve the quality and accessibility of the journals (MEDLINE® Journal Selection Fact Sheet 2014). Abstracting and Indexing Services (A&I) as well as citation indexing agencies exert the standardizing through their journal selection policy. Addressing the quality and editorial criteria, these services are helpful and play a crucial role for journal visibility (PKP 2015) . To achieve this purpose, journal indexing in the right database is essential as the visibility of scholarly journals is viewed in terms of its index status by national or universal indexing databases (Abrizah et al. 2013 ). To provide a wider reach to the latest research findings, A&I services and citation databases selection policy paved the way, against a Journal publishers' effort in providing more standard in journal publishing process, leads to more exposure for the journal content. Publication frequency as a standard characteristic of journal is a matter of importance to indexing databases, especially citation indexes. XueLi, Rui-Yuan and Mei-Ying (2012) found that there is a positive correlation between publication frequency and journal impact factor (JIF). They concluded that with the increase of publication frequency, the JIF increases. Ackermann (2006) showed that the growth or decline in journal publication frequency leads to fail epidemic literature growth in the scientific journals. It is noteworthy that keywords are a crucial part of scholarly writing (Sharma and Mediratta 2002) . Considering keywords in Persian and English, they boost the relevant document retrieval from online databases. Sotuedeh, Razmjoo and Zare (2009) investigated Iranian electronic journals based on six main criteria i.e. instant references, author guidelines, way of access, content accessibility, journal specifications (ISSN, journal English title, place of publication), and editorial profile. They concluded that more than three-quarter of journals are accessed over the Internet and half of the journals included six aforementioned criteria.
Thus, editorial board members are required to develop journal publication policies. Editors control the journal publication with the help of editorial board members to ensure the quality content (Graf et al. 2007 ). The composition of editorial board exerts journal standards and promotes journal networking. Developing author and peer review guidelines is one of the main task of editorial board to make readers and authors aware of the pool of knowledge in their respective area of study.
It is obvious that the physical format of a journal based on specific publication features is as important as the journal content. In this context, journal features investigations are a matter of noteworthy and cause journals or authors to increase their visibility and prestige. In this study the author focuses on the structural aspect, rather than content and believes that the former factor contributes to improve journal quality.
OBJECTIVES AND METHOD
The overall objective of this study is to determine the publication standard of Iranian academic journals in relation to a set of features considered as crucial by the committees of academic journals at the Ministry of Science, Research and Technology (MRST) and Ministry of Health and Medical Education (MOHE) Iran. These two committees assess academic journals based on the following important elements: a) editorial profile (journal publication frequency, managing editor, editor-in-chief, editorial boards, editors, translators), b) instant references (postal address, phone number, e-mail, and website), c) layout quality (page design, images, photos, tables, graphs), d) exclusive features (general guidelines, multiple authorship, international coauthorship, editorial modification, manuscript preparation and submission commitment), e) academic profile (authors' academic degree and rank, authors' affiliation), f) miscellaneous features (year published, editorials, submission and acceptance date, Persian and English abstracts including keywords). A survey was conducted to address the overall objective and answer the research questions pose. To evaluate the extent to which the journals support publication standards, a checklist consisting of 17 questions and 76 sub questions was developed. A newly created checklist for the assessment of journals elaborated on the principles of the evidence-based criteria was used for analysis. The checklist was categorized into six important elements as delineated earlier. Using this database, data of academic journals were exported to Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and all sections in the sample journals were carefully scrutinized. The study took into account the form and structure of journals within the publication. The quality of content is not included in this study considering the validity and originality of the articles to the scope and coverage of the journal.
A total of 359 academic journals were benchmarked based on the checklist. More than three-quarter of the journals were published by university press, and this indicated that the universities are the main publishers. A total of 289 journals (80.5%) used ISSN code in practicing in relation with journals content. ISSN is a matter of importance to A&I services, citation databases and ultimately serve journal retrieval. A total of 252 journals (70.2%) used subscription order form to the print and online versions.
More than half of the journals (187, 52.1%) neglected the number of copies printed (pressrun). This study showed that more than 60% of journals publish an issue with page size of <100 to 150. The breakdowns are presented in Table 1 . In addition to the economic importance of the number of pages published in journals, studies have shown the impact of the article length on future citations; however this is dependent on the disciplines (Falagas et al. 2013; Mavros et al. 2013 ). Ball (2008) reported a positive association between the article length and the article citations. Table 2 , there is a significant relationship between journals' commitment and each component of editorial profile (P<0.05). The greater the Chi-Square, the stronger the relationship, the results uncover that journals are more sensitive to have managing editor (χ² = 347.1), editor-in-chief (χ² = 339.3), editorial boards (χ² = 301.5), and journal proprietor (χ² = 287) than editors (χ² = 99.5) and translators (χ² = 20.1). For all statistical tests a P-value of less than 0.05 was considered to be significant. Based on publication frequency, most journals are published quarterly (71.7%, 258), followed by biannually (20.6%, 74), and bimonthly (5.8%, 21). Four journals (1.1%) are published monthly (with twelve issues per year) and only two is published triennially (three issues per year). Table 3 presents these findings.
There are five categories in relation to journals publication frequency (Table 3) . About 72 percent of journals (258 titles) are quarterly. Biannual journals are in the second place with 74 journals. Bimonthly (21), monthly (4), and triennial (2) journals are in the third to fifth place, respectively. 
Presence of Instant References
Getting quick answers to the most pressing questions about the journals is important to authors and readers. Postal address, phone number, e-mail (98.9%, 93.6%, and 91.9%, respectively) are regarded as a valid form of contacts, but journals sampled paid less attention to website URLs (72.4%). To identify the relationship between components of academic profile and instant references, cross tabulation and Chi-Square Test were used. Results showed that there is a relationship between all components of two categories (P<0.05) except for translator and post address (P>0.05). The breakdowns are shown in Table 5 . 
Elements of Journal Physical Layout Considered
One aspect of journal physical layout considered is the page design as well as presence of tables and illustrations such as images, photos, and graphs. High-quality layout attracts the readers and helps them in understanding the research process and outputs. Inconsistency in different aspects of page design will result a negative perception of a journal's quality (O'Moore-Klopf 2010). Each journal publishes with a different layout style, and the consistency of its layout is important to the readers. The horizontal and vertical position of elements in pages such as publication date, volume, issue, article title, and journal title and their balance on a page is the jurisdiction of the editorial office. The findings of the study uncovered that 98.3 percent (353) of journals have maintained the layout consistency. Consistency in terms of information on volume and issue was less considered. Figure 1 details the findings. 
Elements of Journal Exclusive Features
Although the elements that denote journal publishing quality are important, exclusive features such as information on general guidelines, multiple authors, international coauthorship, peer review process, manuscript submission guidelines, and submission commitments are of eminence. In general, the study found that the journals are more committed to having general guidelines (94.2%, 338) and multiple authors (92.8%, 333). Manuscript submission guidelines (78.8%, 283) and peer review process (72.4%, 260) are of third and fourth importance to the journals. Editors have low tendency to include submission commitments in the journal (47.1%, 169). Since Persian language is in the list of the less-spoken languages in the world, having 50 to 100 million native speakers (Wikipedia 2015) , the low percentage of 5.3 percent (19) of journals publishing articles with international co-authorship is expected. A detailed investigation based on different subject disciplines in relation to the exclusive features is presented in Table 6 . 
Presence of Authors' Academic Profiles
In addition to the standard editorial convention identified earlier, higher education institutes in Iran consider the academic profile of their researchers (i.e. information on academic degree, rank, and affiliations) to be included in the articles. No doubt, A&I Services as well as citation databases enforce the inclusion of these features for further bibliometrics analysis. The study showed that a total of 262 journals (73%) included information on the authors' academic degree in the articles. On the other hand, 82.5 percent (296) of journals were sensitive in inserting academic rank. The majority of journals (98.6%, 354) have a strong tendency toward author affiliations. A detailed investigation based on different subject disciplines in relation to the presence of academic profiles is presented in Table 7 . 
Presence of Other Information or Features a) Year of First Publication
Since all journals sampled indicated their year of first publication, it was possible to determine the age of publication for these journals. A total of 109 journals (30.36%) have a publication history of more than 15 years; 157 journals (43.74%) are about 4 -11 years; and about 14 percent (48) of journals are less than three years of age. A detailed investigation based on different subject disciplines in relation to the journals' age is presented in Table  8 . 
b) Editorials
The idea or opinion piece, as well as journal's issue scope and coverage are written in editorials. Unfortunately, 274 (76.3%) journals disregarded the editorials. Table 9 details this finding based on the journals' subject disciplines. 
c) Receipt and Acceptance Date
Authors are concerned about the duration of journal peer review process. The length of time between manuscript submission and acceptance is important for the journal contributors. Disclosing to reader about this time lag would help them to decide where to publish their scientific works. This study indicated that about 70 percent (251) of titles emphasized on recording the date received and acceptance in the articles. Table 10 presents this finding. 
d) Abstracts and Keywords
Abstracts and keywords play an immense role in digging out the relevant published materials, since the words act as "keys" to unlock the desired scientific paper full articles from a vast collection of related publications. To improve the retrieval and visibility of Persian journals on the Web, the title of article, authors' affiliations, abstracts and keywords are translated from Persian into English. Findings showed that 254 journals (70.8%) and 333 journals (92.8%) included English-language abstracts and keywords in their articles respectively. The breakdowns of the numbers and percentage of journal information translated into English are shown in Table 12 . Further analysis based on Chi Square Test indicated that journals are more concerned about the translation of keywords and academic degree to English compared to information about authors' affiliation, academic rank and qualification (Table 12 ). 
DISCUSSIONS
Many factors are taken into account when evaluating journals for coverage in Abstracting and indexing services as well as citation databases, and based on the basic publishing standard and editorial content, editors are able to determine the journal's overall structural strengths and weaknesses, and guide them towards standardization. Since being indexed in online A&I services is the target of journals, deviation from standards and criteria may lead to failure in journal visibility in the digital environment and results in fewer readerships. Thus, monitoring journals in keeping standards will guarantee the quality and influence of the journals.
Journal publication frequency has a correlation with journal impact factor (Liu, Liu and Wang 2012) . Besides the publication frequency, the timeliness of publication is one of the criteria of A&I services' and citation systems' journal selection policy for coverage. The ability to publish on time implies a healthy backlog of manuscripts essential for ongoing viability (Testa 2016) . This is an indication of journal quality. Globally, most journals are published quarterly, followed by monthly and bimonthly. This study also showed that the majority of the Iranian journals sampled are published quarterly. However in Iran, there are more journals published biannually compared to bimonthly.
Introduction to the editorial board members is of importance to the readers. The inclusion of editor-in-chief, managing editor and editorial boards with their contact information facilitates the mutual relationships between authors and editors, and will determine if the journal is able to attract established scholars in the field of study. On the other hand, the academic information of well-established editors and their reputation in the respective field are the indication of the importance of review process for the journal as well as the assurance of quality control (Hill 2008) . The results of the study showed that majority of the Persian journals (more than 90%) were bounded to the aforementioned elements.
It is a fact that Iranian scientific journals are in transition from print to fully electronic. At present, the majority of them are in the form of hybrid journals. One of the most important reasons behind this fact is that these journals are mainly published by universities, research institutes and academic associations. These for-non-profit publishers are influenced and evaluated by MSRT and MOHE, and their committee based on a variety of standards and assessment criteria. Therefore, from financial and administrative points of view Iranian journals are mainly supported and ruled by governmental budgets and policies. There is still an inclination towards print format in journals assessment exercise in Iran, however there has been strong tendency to move towards having online presence.
Layout quality is an element considered in this study. A good number (98.3%) of journals sustained the layout consistency. These journals develop a house style and attempt to keep a visual composition consistency for each issue. Editors should be sensitive to customize the design of the pages to suit the audience based on journal publication template. Academic copy editing seeks to ensure that an article conforms to the journal's house style, that all of the referencing and labelling is correct, and that the text is consistent and legible; and often this work involves substantive editing and negotiating with the authors. In this process the regulation of the journal layout provides the unity of journal envisaged by the authors, as well as readers. Despite the importance of consistency in terms of information on volume and issue, this was less considered in the current study.
This study has identified a few exclusive features of journal quality present in Iranian journals. General guidelines, multiple authorship, manuscript submission, and peer review process were well-developed. The results uncovered that Iranian journal editors are concerned about instructions to authors (94.2% of journals). Diversity in the contributors is also a matter of importance to journals (92.8% of articles are authored by multiple authors). This is also the indication of the vast geographical distribution of the journals among established scholars in various fields of study.
Another important feature that should be considered in relation to journal articles is "editorial" section. When one has been asked to write an editorial for an academic journal, she/he should have ability to interpret the issues and ensure that the readers benefit from the discussion. Discussing specialized areas of immediate importance to the research community indicate editorial awareness and knowledge on a given subject. The results showed that 76.3 percent of journals (274 titles) disregarded inclusion of editorials. Inclusion of editorials is an issue that every editor, editorial board member, journal and its policy makers should decide for themselves and their respective publications. To that extent it is individual, and some may consider it the internal matter of the publication (Singh and Singh 2006) . Scholarly communication network is reinforced through the presence of academic profiles in the articles. Author affiliation exerts the relations in a specific field and is a useful tool for assessing higher education institutes in citation analysis and ranking systems. On the other hand, it provides inter and intra scientific collaboration at the meso and macro level. This study reported an overwhelming majority of journals are concerned about author affiliations (354 titles, 98.6%). Academic degree and rank are elements for further analysis of journal usage, especially in citation analysis.
Publishing in scholarly peer reviewed journals usually entails long delays from submission to publication. Presence of information on date receipt and acceptance in articles provides the journal-centric view of speed of publication, in particular at the delay from submission to acceptance and the delay from acceptance to final publication, as well as the total delay time. This study showed that 251 journal titles (69.9%) indicated each manuscript's receipt and acceptance date. In general the length of time between a manuscript submission and acceptance is 7 months. The length of time between manuscript receipt and acceptance plays a crucial role in researchers' access to the latest findings of peers (Bornmann and Daniel 2010) . The delays slow the dissemination of scholarship and can provide a significant burden on the academic careers of authors (Björk and Solomon 2013) .
CONCLUSION
The main stakeholders of scholarly communication are the contributors, readers, and distributors. There is a keen relationship in the chains of three stakeholders in the scholarly communication lifecycle. It has been more than three centuries that scholarly journals introduce and present scientific research and attempt to ensure that articles meet the journal's standards of quality, and scientific validity. From the beginning, scholarly journals focused on quality control and to support this premise they should follow standard convention. Relative to quality control, verifying journals features is of great importance. Unconformity of the features discussed in this study would undoubtedly causes loss of journal quality and is not an acceptable performance from the scientific community perspective. The significant point is that on the digital environment ignoring each studied features would affect the manuscript visibility, access, readership, and research impact.
